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For the next two and a half years, the country rang with the controversy. Wherever Mr. Chamberlain went the Free Traders followed, challenging his theory, arraigning his figures, upholding the hitherto accepted views that trade was exchange, that imports could not be excluded without exports being correspondingly reduced, that the consumer would pay and in far greater measure than the Exchequer would profit. Mr. Asquith, the future Liberal Prime Minister, was specially hot on this scent, and gready increased his reputation by the formidable speeches he made in answer to Mr. Chamberlain. Lord Rosebery, whose imperialism was beyond suspicion, said he did not envy the man who staked the unity of the Empire on taxing the food of the British people, and declared his conviction that the controversies which would arise over the proposed preferences were much more likely to divide than to cement the Empire.
Mr. Balfour at Bay
Seeing his party threatened with a disastrous schism, Mr. Balfour sought to gain time. His position seemed all but desperate. There were enough Free Traders in the House of Commons to make the defeat of the Government highly probable, if he went all lengths with Mr. Chamberlain, and enough whole-hearted supporters of Mr. Chamberlain's policy —" whole-hoggers " as they were called at the time—to make it quite certain, if he rejected that policy. For more than two years he managed to keep a precarious balance between these alternatives, and showed extraordinary skill and wariness in avoiding the traps which were laid for him by his opponents. When hard pressed early in 1905 he evaded his pursuers by ** walking out" with all his supporters and leaving a hostile Fi^ea-Trade resolution to be carried by 254 to 2; and on three otlier occasions in tie same month similar resolutions were carried nemine contradicente in the absence of the Government and Its supporters. It was by common consent a most remarkable feat in parliamentary strategy, but it mystified the public, which had no eye for the subtle gradations of colour perceived by die Prime Minister between the black and white of Protection and Free Trade and expected the Government either to resign or to stand up to the challenge of its opponents. Wherever

